that a third person might need to be considered in connection with the first anaesthetic. Previously, I had rather naively taken it for granted that earlier research workers had already made an investigation into this matter.
Having reviewed their papers, it seemed that this was not so. After many hours in the Mitchell Library I was glad they had not, for this search was rewarding, as the previous one had been.
The letter was written by Or. Buchanan, Medical Officer to The Australian Agricultural Company's settlement at Port Stephens. It was sent to Captain Phillip Parker King, the Company's Australian Commissioner, who was in Sydney at the time.
The letter refers to a previous communication of the "21 st" about a patient with a popliteal aneurysm. Buchanan had asked King either to arrange the patient's admission to Sydney Hospital, or to send him an aneurysm needle. Now he writes to say that the condition grew rapidly worse, and that he had admitted the patient to the Company's hospital and operated on him, using ether anaesthesia.
Since King had this letter published in the Herald of the 6th July, without giving its date, the crux of the situation is whether Buchanan was referring to the 21 st May, or the 21 st June.
If it was the 21 st May, then of course his anaesthetic antedated the known ones of Belisario and Pugh.
The first approach to the problem seemed to be a negative one. If, in 1847, a letter was sent from Port Stephens, having been written a few days after 21 st June, would it reach Sydney in time to be read, submitted and published in the Herald of 6th July? The historian's life is full of surprises and this was one of them. The two small steamers, "Thistle" and "Rose" took it in turns to provide a daily service to Sydney from Morpeth, the Hunter River Port. At the beginning of May, 1847, "Rose" was laid up Al/llnlhes;1I IIlId /lIlell.liI·{' lare. Vol. VII. No. 3. AIII!lIsf. 1979 for repairs, and "Thistle" sailed at 8 a.m. on Tuesdays and Saturdays from Morpeth, departing from Sydney at 10 p.m. the same night for the return journey. Thus Morpeth to Sydney in 1847 took a matter of hours only.
What of Port Stephens to Morpeth? This question involved investigation of the Australian Agricultural Company. The Board Minutes of this Company resemble a historical novel, even having a villain. From these I managed to elicit that in 1847 the Port Stephens settlement consisted of 300 convicts and 100 free men. It owned three boats, bred its own horses, and, because the country round Port Stephens was so hilly, it also bred mules for transport. Communication with the Hunter River and its port took less than a day. Thus in 1847 a letter from Port Stephens to Sydney arrived perhaps more quickly than it does today.
If Buchanan's letter was written after 21st May, then it arrived in Sydney at the beginning of June. If it was written after 21st June, then it was still possible for it to be published in the Herald of 6th July, providing Captain King did not delay, and was able to have it published immediately.
I therefore turned my attention to Captain King, and here indeed was a gold mine. If Phillip Parker King wanted a letter printed in the Herald of 1977, it would be printed the very next day, let alone in his own world of 1847.
Phillip Parker King was one of the first Australians, for he was born six weeks after his father, Philip Gidley King, Lieutenant Governor of the new colony, took up his duties on Norfolk Island, in 1791. The baby was named, not for his father, but for his father's great friend, Governor Arthur Phillip.
The boy was sent to England to school, and joined the British Navy. He became a renowned navigator, hydrographer and explorer, and in 1830 sailed in command of H.M.S. "Adventurer" which, accompanied by H.M.S. "Beagle", made a hydrographic survey of the coast lines of Peru, Chile and Patagonia. Charles Darwin describes King as his "beau ideal" of a Captain. King twice circumnavigated Australia, charting its coast line also, and his charts are used to this day. In his late years he became the first Australian Admiral in the British Navy.
I am convinced that if this man received a letter about a new scientific development in early June, he would not wait until early July to have it published, especially in view of all Anaesthesia and Intensive Care, Vol. VU, No. 3, August, 1979 the reports of anaesthetics in Sydney throughout June. Buchanan's anaesthetic then, must have been given after 21st June.
His letter is most intriguing, for he had no idea of the apparatus to use, and so employed "the simple bladder and mouthpiece, such as is used for the administration of nitrous oxide". Why did he have such a thing on the shores of Port
Step hens in 1847? The anaesthetic was certainly his first, for he was surprised at the sequence of events, when the patient's limbs first went rigid, and then relaxed, to his great relief.
Where did he get nitrous oxide, if he was indeed using it for some purpose? The Agricultural Company had a foundry, for he had the desired retractors and aneurysm needle made for him for his operation. Presumably it would be simple enough to make apparatus for the preparation and storage of nitrous oxide, but what did he use it for? Did he have inhaling parties? Was he using it for pneumatic medicine?
There is one obvious inference to draw from the letter; Buchanan was sure of King's interest and of his knowledge of the subject.
A search for information about Dr. Buchanan has so far been unsuccessful. In the Mitchell Library there are many references for the Australian Agricultural Company, but in none of them could I find any mention of doctors or a hospital at Port Stephens. This is strange, for the Board Minutes of the Company refer frequently to the building of schools and churches and the selection and transport of teachers and ministers.
As yet I have no answers to the questions posed by Dr. Buehanan's letter.
To accept that his anaesthetic was given after the 21 st June, is to return to the original problem of Belisario and Pugh.
As part of the investigation of the Port Stephens anaesthetic I found it necessary to re-read the newspapers of April, May, June and July, 1847. My first review had been carried out on microfilm, which is an extraordinarily tedious pursuit, and it is very easy to overlook a small paragraph. It was therefore with a rather sinking heart that I filled in the request form at the Library.
To my great pleasure and surprise the newspapers themselves were available for study, having been treated and bound in the intervening period.
It was now possible to refer quickly from one issue to another, and build a composite picture of the reports of painless surgery during those months.
In my conversation with Dr. J ames I had learned that his enterprising staff had been reading the 1847 files of the equally enterprising Mailland Mercury. They had found a reference to anaesthesia in the Mercury of May 8th, which was earlier than any reference I had previously recorded in N.S.W. The paragraph described the operations in Boston in October, 1846, and was reprinted from the English Bell's Messenger of 21st December, 1846, the day the first anaesthetics were given in England. From the shipping records it seems probable that this publication arrived on the "Mount Stewart Elphinstone" which reached Sydney on 28th April, having left England on 23rd December, 1846.
There was no earlier reference in the Sydney newspapers, and thus the Maitland Mercury was the first to publish the news of Painless Surgery in N.S.W.
I read slowly through the issues of May, noting that the references changed from reports of the first anaesthetics in London to reports from all over England and the Continent, and eventually came to the familiar issues of June, 1847.
These references were well known to me from my previous work, and from the publications of earlier authors, including Mr. Belisario's grandson, Dr. John Belisario. I was not expecting surprises, and was therefore electrified to find a paragraph which had never been recorded before. It was part of a column headed "Abstracts of Sales by Auction".
The paragraph was in the Sydney Morning Herald of June 8th. It was written in some haste and excitement by the Editor, and gives a brief description of anaesthetics he had seen the preceding day, that is, June 7th, at Mr. Belisario's surgery.
Here at least was proof that Belisario was giving anaesthetics on the same day as Pugh's first administrations.
The Editor promises to give a more complete account later on, and this he does in an editorial of ] une 16th. The editorial was well known to me, but its significance was lost without the paragraph of ] une 8th.
One of the June 7th patients had had a previous anaesthetic, before that date.
Thus Mr. Belisario was giving anaesthetics before the 7th of June, and his administrations preceded those of Dr. Pugh.
These anaesthetics were given a little over five months after the first administrations in England. To equal this feat, today's anaesthetists would have to act thirty-two hours and twenty-four minutes after a similar revolutionary demonstration in London. I am happy to be able to report, at long last, that the first anaesthetics in New South Wales, and for that matter in all the colonies of Australia, were given by Mr. John Belisario, at his dental surgery in Spring Street, Sydney sometime before the 7th June, 1847.
Since this paper concerns the first anaesthetic, I will read a portion of the editor's description of the events of June 7th which indicates the wonder, awe and excitement, to say nothing of the scepticism, of the observers who thronged Mr. Belisario's surgery in the first weeks of the new era.
"We were present a few days back, when Mr. Nathan and Mr. Belisario, the dentist, of Spring Street, applied ether in two cases with results sufficiently surprising in each. In the first case a Mr. Yarrow inhaled by means of a tube communic~ting with a vessel containing the ether, until from the entire relaxation of his whole frame, and the deathly expression of his physiognomy, we began to apprehend that the proceedings were taking a turn towards ma~slaughter, and that our curiosity was leading us mto a scrape. As soon as Mr. Yarrow was fairly 'off', as it was called; that is, as soon as his eyes closed, his arms dropped, and his body fell ~ack as he sat (which took place after he had mhaled for about four minutes) the tube was withdrawn from his mouth, and several persons in the room proceeded to satisfy their curiosity upon the patient, each in his own way. One 'pinched him in the arm, another in the leg, a third squeezed the top knuckle joints of the patient's hand violently together -rather a painful operation to one in a conscious statebut the patient gave no sign of sensation. In this comatose state he remained for about ten minutes, when he gradually awoke. He concluded by asking, like Oliver Twist, for more."
